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ABSTRACT
CLAIRE ELIZABETH GRAVES: Doing the Best We Can with What We Have:
Lessons from Arkansas on How to Improve Mississippi Student Achievement through

Teacher Mentoring and Induction
(Under the direction of Melissa Bass)

In my thesis, I offer practical policy recommendations for improving K-12
education in Mississippi. I base my work on two central ideas: First, Mississippi should
look to a state with similar education-relevant population characteristics to discover

relevant and feasible education policy inputs. Second, Mississippi can improve its teacher
retention, which is related to teacher experience and teacher quality, by implementing

elements of Arkansas’s beginning teacher induction and mentoring program. This simple
improvement will have several direct and indirect effects: novice teachers will be more
prepared to succeed in the classroom during their first years of teaching, beginning

teachers will be less likely to leave the profession and will thus be able to gain valuable
years of additional experience, mentor teachers will be better prepared for giving
instructive feedback, and finally, students achievement will improve as students are

increasingly taught by more experienced teachers.

I first identify a set of education-relevant population characteristics that research

has shown to have an impact on student achievement. Using this information, I develop a
picture of the prevalence of these factors in Mississippi including their influence on state
and national test scores. This allows me to search for a comparison state that has

significantly higher National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) scores and

similar levels of education-relevant population risk factors. I find that Arkansas, a
neighboring state of Mississippi, is a close match in terms of education-relevant
population characteristics, but has been able to overcome them more successfully to post

NAEP scores that are significantly higher than those of Mississippi students.
To discover what education policy differences may account for this divergence in

student achievement, I investigate one element of teacher quality: experience, and find

that more of Arkansas’s teachers have five years of experience or more, a length of tenure
associated with maximum student achievement benefits. One of the policies that

Arkansas has implemented to reduce teacher turnover is a state-mandated beginning
teacher induction and mentoring program. I recommend that Mississippi adopt a
similarly-structured program for its novice teachers to improve the rate at which quality
teachers remain in schools and become experienced teachers.
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Introduction
As a product of the Mississippi public school system, I have a deep desire to see

progress made in the quality of education offered to K-12 students in my home state. I
believe in the power of education to improve lives. In comparison to many of the troubles

facing Mississippi, a poor education system seems especially cruel, since it has such a

direct effect on children. Some of the problems with Mississippi’s education system

relate to the grave educational disparities within the state, but what I find even more
disturbing are the wide disparities between student achievement in Mississippi and

student achievement throughout the rest of the nation. There are definite reasons for these

inequalities, and many of them relate to the pervasiveness of education-relevant
population characteristics that are outside of education policy control: poverty, minority

status, low parent educational attainment, single-parent family structure, locale, and
limited English proficiency.
However, education policy inputs are also to blame for troublingly low student
achievement. Mississippi must seek ways to improve its education policies in order to
generate student success in spite of difficult obstacles instead of simply blaming low

student achievement on outside factors alone. Improving education policy-related inputs
not only has the immediate impact of improving student education today, but the long

term result of alleviating education-relevant risk factors such as low parent educational
attainment and poverty in the future. How can Mississippi improve its education policy-

related inputs? The state needs ideas. Not just any ideas, but ideas that have been proven
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effective in the face of the current combination of outside challenges facing Mississippi’s

students.

In my thesis, I address this need for proven policy ideas by offering feasible

policy recommendations for K-12 education in Mississippi that take into account inputs
that remain outside of education policy’s control. I based my work on two central ideas:
First, Mississippi should look to a state with a similar composition of education-relevant

population characteristics to discover education policy inputs that are relevant as well as

feasible in terms of implementation. Although it may not be possible to simply “copy and
paste solutions from one state to another, solutions from states with similar problems

would require the least adaptation to suit Mississippi’s needs. According to this
reasoning, Arkansas is the best state from which to draw policy ideas.
Second, Mississippi can improve its teacher retention, which is related to teacher
experience and teacher quality, by implementing elements of Arkansas’s beginning
teacher induction and mentoring program. This program is based on a structured system

that, if adopted, would allow Mississippi mentor teachers to assist beginning teachers in
developing and improving their instructional and classroom management skills. This

simple improvement will have several direct and indirect effects: novice teachers will be

more prepared to succeed in the classroom during their first years of teaching, beginning
teachers will be less likely to leave the profession and will thus be able to gain valuable

years of additional experience, mentor teachers will be better prepared for giving

instructive feedback, and finally, students achievement will improve as students are
increasingly taught by more experienced and professionally developed teachers.

2

I first identify a set of education-relevant population characteristics that research

has shown to have an impact on student achievement. Using this information, I develop a
picture of the prevalence of these factors in Mississippi including their influence on state

and national test scores. This allows me to search for a comparison state that has
significantly higher National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) scores and
similar levels of education-relevant population risk factors. After an extensive search for

an appropriate comparison state, I find that Arkansas, a neighboring state of Mississippi,
is a close match in terms of education-relevant population characteristics, but has been
able to overcome them more successfully to post NAEP scores that are significantly

higher than those of Mississippi students.
To discover what education policy differences may account for this divergence in

student achievement, I investigate one element of teacher quality: experience, and find

that more of Arkansas’s teachers have five years of experience or more, a length of tenure
associated with maximum student achievement benefits. High rates of teacher turnover
prevent teachers from gaining the desired years of experience, so policies that focus on
retaining quality teachers would benefit Mississippi students. One of the policies that
Arkansas has implemented to reduce teacher turnover is a highly structured, state-

mandated beginning teacher induction and mentoring program. I recommend that
Mississippi adopt a similarly-structured program for its novice teachers to improve the

rate at which quality teachers remain in schools and become experienced teachers.

While this may seem to be only a small tweak to an expansive collection of
education policies, the impact of increasing teacher retention, and especially quality

teacher retention, cannot be understated. Mississippi students need excellent teachers who
3

are committed, trained, and experienced. Improvements to beginning teacher induction

and mentoring can increase the number of teachers in Mississippi who meet this standard
and who, in turn, are better able to improve student achievement within the state. When
approached from this perspective, such a small and feasible tweak seems not only worthy

of implementation, but truly imperative.
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Chapter I: Review of Literature
The value of public primary and secondary education is a well established in the

collective American mind. Chief Justice Earl Warren’s comments in the Supreme Court’s

Brown v. Board ofEducation (1954) opinion, provides several reasons that education is
so desirable, and necessary, in our nation:

Today, education is perhaps the most important function of state and local
governments. Compulsory school attendance laws and the great
expenditures for education both demonstrate our recognition of the

importance of education to our democratic society. It is required in the

performance of our most basic public responsibilities, even service in the
armed forces. It is the very foundation of good citizenship (493).

It is because of the tremendously significant role that education plays in a child’s

life that the condition of educational services should be continually examined and

improved upon. If education is the avenue through which youth gain the knowledge,

skills, and abilities to become good citizens, then it is in the best interest of the nation to
ensure that the education provided to each and every student is of the utmost quality.

Education Policy Experimentation: The Result of Federalism

Responsibility for delivering education services to the populace is divided among

the national, state, and local levels of government, with states and localities bearing most
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of the burden. This division of responsibility allows for great variation among education

policies, curricula, and learning outcomes throughout the country. For example, Porter,
Polikoff, and Smithson (2009) found that the alignment of curricula within grade level
among states is low, and curricula across grade levels is only moderate. This means that a

child in Topeka, Kansas may learn about fractions through a completely different
teaching method than a child in Los Angeles, California and a child in Gordo, Alabama
could very well learn material that a child in Brookfield, Connecticut is never taught.

The population and geographical characteristics endemic to each state influence
the nature of its policies, including the size and number of schools and the level of
education binding among other inputs. This variety of policy allows for the study of
diverse approaches to delivering the valuable public good of education and the

comparison of policy outcomes. Information gathered through comparative studies can be
used to improve upon the policies of other states and localities.

Studies comparing and contrasting state policies have focused on an assortment of
education issues. McBeath, Reyes, and Ehrlander (2008) examined the motivation for and

implementation of education reform in nine states to draw conclusions about how the

accountability movement (discussed later in this chapter) is affecting states. Other studies

have focused on identifying the degree to which various states align their education

standards with their education assessments (Webb 2002), the types of extended learning
initiatives sponsored by states (Extended Learning Initiatives 2009), and how student

achievement is related to teacher qualifications across the nation (Darling-Hammond
1999). Several states have emerged as education policy innovators including Texas,

Virginia, North Carolina, and Massachusetts (McBeath, et al. 2008). After a particular
6

policy is proven successful, it may be adopted in some form by other states that wish to

improve the quality of educational services offered to their students.

Measures of Education Outcomes

One way of measuring the quality of educational services is by measuring
learning outcomes: what academic knowledge or other skills a child develops in his or
her days in the classroom. Student assessment is a controversial topic in America, and a

number of competing viewpoints exist regarding how student achievement should be

gauged as well as what purposes assessments should serve.
Today, the dominant means of assessment is standardized testing designed by

state governments. Under the No Child Left Behind Act of2001 (NCLB), federal Title I

funding is contingent upon a school’s ability to meet set proficiency standards on

approved state standardized assessments (Guilfoyle 10). Therefore, each state tests its

students in reading and mathematics in both the 4th grade and 8th grade, and in several

other subject areas throughout their K-12 years.1 In addition, the U.S. Department of
Education distributes NAEP tests to samples of students across the nation in grades three

through eight. This nation-wide assessment measures achievement in mathematics,
reading, science, writing, the arts, civics, economics, geography, and U.S. history.

Because NAEP tests students from all fifty states on the same material, NAEP scores
allow for direct comparison of educational achievement across states. Although both the

1 Some states may assess reading skills through language arts tests. Reading assessments and language arts

assessments generally measure similar skills.
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composition and the overall purpose of standardized testing has been criticized (Sacks
2001, Frederiksen 1984), results from this form of student assessment are now commonly
relied upon as the major measure of student learning.

Factors that Influence Learning Outcomes
Extensive research has been dedicated to uncovering the factors that influence a
child’s educational outcomes, both positively and negatively. These factors can be

broadly categorized into two groups: those over which education policy exercises
immediate control, and those over which education policy exercises relatively little

immediate control. While policy can determine a school’s curriculum, schedule, teacher

student ratio, and other education inputs, it cannot not exercise power over a child’s

home-life, geographic location, or many other crucial inputs. This latter category of
achievement influences can leave educators with the challenging task of teaching
children who are disadvantaged by factors (often referred to as “risk factors”) that arise
from outside the education process. I will term this group of influences “education

relevant population characteristics.”

Education-Relevant Population Characteristics

An understanding of how certain education-relevant population characteristics can
be risk factors is critical both to improving student achievement and to fairly assessing

education policy. Some of the most well-documented risk factors include poverty,
minority status, low parent educational attainment, single-parent family structure, locale,

and limited English proficiency (LEP). Many of the nation’s children are characterized
8

by at least one, and oftentimes several of these education risk factors. Policies must be
designed to take these factors into account and help students overcome the disadvantages
they face.

Poverty

Poverty has been shown to have possibly the most detrimental impact on student
learning. Although studies have indicated that low income may not have a direct causal

effect on student achievement (Mayer 1997), the “side effects” associated with poverty
such as limited access to educational resources (books, crayons, etc.), lower involvement

in organized extracurricular activities, and poor quality childcare (Neuman 2008) have

been proven to have a negative effect on a child’s ability to learn. Poverty can also lead to

poor health and hunger, both of which can interfere with learning. Another disturbing

finding is that the longer a child remains in poverty, the more severe the effects on his or
her educational achievement (Huston 1994).

In education studies, the most common standard for identifying low-income
students is eligibility for free and reduced-price lunches provided through the National

School Lunch Program. A child is eligible for free lunch if his or her family is at or

below 130 percent of the poverty level. Children whose family income falls between 130
percent and 185 percent of the poverty level are eligible for reduced-price lunch
(National School Lunch Program Fact Sheet 2009). It is important to point out that
students from low-income families that do not fall below the poverty level may still be

impacted by many of the same problems facing children afflicted by poverty. NAEP data
has shown that children who are eligible for free or reduced-price lunches test below
9

basic levels on math and reading assessments at more than twice the rate of ineligible
students (Land 2002).

Minority Status

The disparity between the average standardized test performance of low-income

students and their more affluent peers and between minority students and their White
peers is known as the achievement gap. A great deal of attention has been directed at the

achievement gap, both in research and in federal programs such as Title I and NCLB. In
2007, Black students averaged scores that were at least 26 points lower than White

students in each of the subjects tested by NAEP assessments (Vanneman 2009). Some
specific results included a 32 point gap between White 8th graders and Black 8th graders

in mathematics and a 26 point gap between White and Hispanic students on the same test
(Planty 2008).2

The challenges faced by minority students may be complicated by their increased

likelihood of experiencing other risk factors, such as poverty. Data from the 2000 Census
indicates that while 27.2 percent of Black families and 24.1 percent of Hispanic families

with children under 18 were in poverty, only 9.4 percent of White families with children

under 18 were impoverished (American Fact Finder, “DP-3”). However, when the NAEP
scores of Black students who are not eligible for free or reduced-price lunches are

compared to NAEP scores of ineligible White students, the achievement gap persists (Lee

et al. 2007). The impact of a continued achievement gap could go beyond the lives of

These numbers do not hold other factors like poverty or single-parent family structure constant.
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individual children or minority groups to have an increasingly strong impact on the

nation as a whole as the country’s ethnic and racial make-up continues to shift to one in
which minority groups become the majority.

Low Parent Educational Attainment
The level of education attained by a child’s parents has also been shown to impact

his or her academic performance. A study done by the RAND Corporation found that the
level of parent educational attainment was the most important factor influencing student
achievement (Grissmer et al. 1994). Drawing on a study done by Campbell et al. and the

U.S. Department of Education’s report The Condition ofEducation 2000, Land and
Legters write:

Less educated parents, specifically those without a high school education,
may be less able to assist their children with homework, to navigate their
children successfully through school, to provide educational materials and

experiences, to become involved in their children’s schooling, and to

support formal education (9).

Campbell’s study of 1999 NAEP data also found that students who had at least one
parent who did not graduate from high school scored lower on NAEP assessments than
did students with more educated parents.
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Single-Parent Family Structure
Not only does the level of education attained by a child’s parents have an effect
on the child’s educational achievement, but family composition may have an influence as

well. Students from single-parent homes have lower standardized test scores than their
peers from two-parent homes (Land 2002). Astone and McLahahan (1991) found that
children from nonintact families report lower educational expectations on the part of

their parents and less monitoring of school work by mothers and fathers” (318). Single
parent family structure is also likely to be present alongside other risk factors such as

minority status and poverty. In 2002, over 53 percent of Black children were living with a
single parent compared to 30 percent of Hispanic children and 20 percent of White

children (Fields 2003).

Locale

The geographic locale of schools is another education-relevant factor. Lippman et
al. (1996) reported that urban students were “less likely to have the family structure,
economic security, and stability that are most associated with desirable educational

outcomes (11). However, rural students face their own set of challenges. For instance,
Provasnik (2007) found that “higher percentages of Black and American Indian/Alaska
Native public school students in remote rural areas were enrolled in moderate-to-high

poverty schools (87 and 79 percent, respectively) than their peers in large cities” (28).

Rural students are also more likely to have a mother or father whose highest level of
educational attainment is a high school diploma than students in suburban areas or cities
(Provasnik 2007). Therefore, locale is a unique risk factor in that it is more descriptive of
12

the types of challenges students are likely to face, rather than indicating whether or not

students are disadvantaged by their locale.

Limited English Proficiency
Students that are non-English speakers, often referred to as English Language

Learners (ELL), English as a second language (ESL) students, or limited English
proficiency (LEP) students, face a variety of challenges to high achievement. These

children may have difficulty understanding instruction, completing homework
assignments, or simply expressing their needs at school. Generally these children come

from families that do not speak English at home. Parents who are non-English speakers
often have difficulty communicating with their child’s school or assisting their child with
assignments. These difficulties constitute definite challenges to student achievement and

can lead to poor performance on standardized tests. In one study of ELL students,

Cummings (1981) found that it takes five to seven years for immigrant children to

acquire language proficiency that matches that of their grade-level peers, but that within
two years of immigrating these students achieve above average scores on mathematics

assessments. The body of students affected by LEP is growing: “While the overall school
population has grown by less than 3 percent in the last 10 years, the number of LEP

students has increased by more than 60 percent in that same time period” (Office of
English Language Acquisition 2008, 8).
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Education Policy-Relevant Factors

Although the number and range of education-relevant population characteristics
that are outside the direct control of education policy may seem daunting, they are not the

only factors involved in the education process. There is another set of educational inputs
over which education policy makers exercise a great deal of immediate control. These
factors include everything from the quality of school facilities and the availability of
technology in the classroom to teacher hiring practices and student discipline to teacher

licensure requirements and curriculum. Policy controls much of what goes on each day in

a child’s classroom, regardless of the outside obstacles that these students bring with
them.
Researchers have long debated what education policy inputs, and what

combinations of these inputs, have the greatest impact on student learning. Some reports,
including the historic “Coleman Report,” conclude that “schools bring little influence to

bear upon a child’s achievement that is independent of his background and general social
context” (Coleman et al. 1966, p.325). However, throughout the majority of academia
such conclusions have been either vigorously rebuffed or reinterpreted in later studies
(Hanushek 1986; Rivkin, Hanushek & Kain 2005; Murnane 1975). In their concluding

remarks, Rivkin, Hanushek & Kain (2005) state that their study “identifies large
differences in the quality of instruction in a way that rules out the possibility that the
observed differences are driven by family factors” (449). Evidence supports the general

consensus that schools, teachers, and the policies that govern them shape student
achievement in a significant way.
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Because the education process combines such a complex variety of policy inputs
in such interconnected ways, it is exceptionally difficult to isolate any one factor or

combination of factors as the key to educational success. To add to this complexity, few
if any policy factors benefit from total agreement within the research community as to
their contribution to student achievement. However, publications like NCES’s 2000
report, “Monitoring School Quality: An Indicators Report” by Mayer, Mullens, and

Moore have compiled lists of factors that reflect much of the thinking in the academic
community regarding what policy factors contribute to student achievement. The authors

of this report categorized these factors under three broad headings stating that “school

quality affects student learning through the training and talent of the teaching force, what
goes on in the classrooms, and the overall culture and atmosphere of the school” (i).
Under these headings they include thirteen specific education policy inputs that

are believed to be directly related to student achievement—the academic skills of
teachers, teacher assignment, teacher experience, professional development, course
content, pedagogy, technology, class size, school leadership, goals, professional

community, discipline, and academic environment. Their discussion cautions that there is
very limited data on many of these factors including the topics of school leadership,
school goals, professional community, and pedagogy, which has limited the research into

the relationship between these factors and student achievement.

With the realization that such a complex and interwoven combination of

education policy inputs—each with varying levels of research evidence—interact to

affect student achievement and given the constraints of this study, it is useful and
necessary to focus on a particular category of education policy inputs when addressing
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the differences between the performance of students in Mississippi and a comparison
state. Throughout the research there is a fairly strong consensus regarding the effect that

teachers can have on student achievement, and a special emphasis has been placed on the

impact that high quality teachers can have (Darling-Hammond 1999, Heck 2007, Sanders
& Rivers 1996, Hanushek & Kain 2005).

Impact of Teachers
In Teacher Quality and Student Achievement: A Review of State Policy
Evidence, Darling-Hammond (2000) provides a snapshot of several pairings of states
that are geographically and demographically similar to one another, including
Connecticut and New Jersey, North Carolina and Georgia, and West Virginia and
Virginia. She includes a chart showcasing the changes in the states’ 4th grade NAEP

mathematics assessments from 1992 to 1996, the percent of students in poverty in each of

the states, and their minimum and maximum teacher salaries. These comparisons reveal

that test scores varied widely between paired states, even though the student bodies had
very similar levels of student poverty and teachers received comparable pay. DarlingHammond extends an explanation for the differences between paired states: different

approaches to teacher policy.
After their study of data gathered from the Tennessee Value-Added Assessment
System, Sanders & Rivers (1996) concluded that “the teacher effects are both additive
and cumulative with little evidence of compensatory effects of more effective teachers in

later grades (6). They also found that lower-achieving students received the most benefit
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from effective teachers. Their study demonstrates the importance of having highly
effective teachers in sequence.

Due to the strength of research concerning the effect of teachers on student

achievement, it is reasonable to believe that at least a portion of the variation in student

achievement in Mississippi and a comparison state could be attributable to differences in
teacher-related policy inputs. Even within this broad category, it is difficult to determine

just what teacher characteristics to investigate. In keeping with the limited scope of my
work, I will review two important aspects of teacher policy: teacher experience and a

closely related topic, teacher retention.

Teacher Experience

It is instinctual that a veteran teacher who has been in the classroom for several
years developing teaching methods and classroom management techniques is likely to be

more effective than a first-year teacher who has not had the time nor practice necessary to

establish his or her approach. Research confirms this intuition to a point. The benefits of
additional experience are substantial for the first five years a teacher is in the classroom,

but appear to plateau after that point (Darling-Hammond 2000). Unfortunately, it seems

that the children who are most likely to be taught by an inexperienced teacher are the
same children who face substantial outside risk factors like poverty (Clotfelter et al.

2005).
One of the issues that can contribute to a less experienced teacher force is a high

rate of teacher attrition. Teachers cannot gain the experience needed to produce high
student achievement if they leave the profession within the first few years of teaching.
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Some teacher turnover is inevitable and even desirable as some natural turnover is likely

to occur for a variety of reasons not associated with any policy input (i.e. personal

reasons). There are some cases in which teacher turnover could even be considered
positive, especially in the case of poorly performing teachers. However, there is evidence

that the teachers who are most likely to leave the teaching profession are those who are
the most academically able which leads to a “steadily deteriorating talent pool” according

to Schlechty and Vance (1981). Schools with high levels of poverty, minority students,

and low-performing students have consistently been shown to suffer from higher teacher

attrition rates (Guarino et al. 2006). Given the high percentages of impoverished,
minority, and low-performing students in Mississippi, teacher retention is a crucial issue.

A State in Need

Each state faces its own combination of prevalent student risk factors. Some states
like California and Texas are charged with educating a large number of LEP students,

while other states like New York have a large urban student population with its
associated risks. The student population of Mississippi is deeply affected by many of the

risk factors described in this chapter. For example, over two-thirds of Mississippi
students are eligible for free or reduced-price lunches according to data from NCES. The

high percentage of disadvantaged students is certainly detrimental to student
achievement.

There are a number of problems in the area of teacher quality in Mississippi as
well. According to data provided by the Mississippi Department of Education (MDE),

there were 35,121 teachers teaching in Mississippi during the 2008 school year, and
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6,617 were teaching core subjects without a license.3 Mississippi also has a high
percentage of teachers with fewer than five years of experience—35.66 percent in 2008

and 34.72 percent in 2009 according to data provided by the Mississippi Department of
Education (MDE).
The national test scores of Mississippi students are the lowest in the country in 4th

and 8th reading, as well as in 8th grade math (NAEP State Profiles: Mississippi).
Mississippi leads only Louisiana in 4th grade reading. Where can Mississippi look for
education policy ideas that could improve student learning?
One might first assume that Mississippi should look to a state with exceptionally
strong student performance to gather ideas about best practices. Massachusetts would be
a prime candidate for such a comparison, as it boasts the nation’s highest scores in
several areas. Perhaps, Mississippi should seek to mimic the educational services

provided by Massachusetts in hopes of achieving similarly successful results.
Unfortunately, such a proposal ignores the vast differences in population

characteristics of the leading state and the struggling one. To give an example, NCES
data shows that the percentage of Massachusetts students eligible for free or reducedprice lunch is less than half the percentage of eligible Mississippi students. It stands to

reason that two states in which education policies are identical, but in which other

3 This data was provided by the MDE Office of Research and Statistics. However, MDE reports that over

93 percent of Mississippi teachers are highly qualified under NCLB standards. It seems that these figures

do not match as MDE states that unlicensed teachers cannot be considered highly qualified. The reason for
this discrepancy is not clear.
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population characteristics are wildly different, will exhibit great variation in student
achievement outcomes.

As was described earlier, the effects of education-relevant population
characteristics are dramatic. To be realistic and effective, education policy models must
match the needs of students. Mississippi needs a model state that is dealing with similar

education-relevant population characteristics but with more success. It is more likely that
states with similar education-relevant population characteristics that apply equivalent
education policies will produce similar results.

Therefore, in this work I propose to conduct a comparative study of Mississippi

and a state characterized by comparable levels of at-risk students that is outperforming
Mississippi on standardized test assessments. This study will uncover some of the

differences between the policies of the two states and will identify specific policies that

allow the comparison state to excel. The end result will be policy recommendations for
Mississippi based on the policies that are working in the comparison state. I will focus
on student performance on 4th grade reading and math assessments, since all states test in
these subject areas at this grade level and since improving early performance is critical

for improving later performance. The Southern Education Foundation (SEF) found that
low scores on NAEP assessments persist from 4th grade to 8th grade among student

populations. In a 2009 SEF report, Suitts states:

NAEP scores evidence that 51 percent of Mississippi’s 4th grade students

were “below basic” in reading in 2003. Four years later, when this cohort
of 4th grade students reached the 8th grade, 40 percent remained “below
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basic” in their reading skills. In mathematics, 38 percent of the state’s 4th
grade students were below basic in 2003. By the time this class of students

reached the 8th grade in 2007, the percentage of Mississippi students
scoring below basic in mathematics had grown to 46 percent (7).

Mississippi students need an education that will prepare them to perform their

“basic public responsibilities” and more. By looking to a state that has been more
successful in overcoming the same struggles faced in Mississippi education, this study

can offer practical, realistic options for improving student achievement and strengthening

the foundation upon which Mississippi citizenship is built.
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Chapter II: Education-Relevant Population Characteristics of

Mississippi
In this chapter, I will examine the extent to which Mississippi’s school age

population is characterized by the six risk factors discussed in the previous chapter:

poverty, minority status, low parent educational attainment, single-parent family
structure, locale, and limited English proficiency. I will include data regarding only the

school-age population when possible. Mississippi uses the Mississippi Curriculum Test,
2nd Edition (MCT2), which replaced the first edition in 2008, to determine how well

students have mastered mathematics and language arts. Students’ scores are classified

within one of four categories: Minimal, Basic, Proficient, or Advanced. MDE’s goal is
for all students to score at or above the Proficient level (Mississippi Curriculum Text
Proficiency Levels”).

A 500-point scoring scale is used to measure student achievement on the NAEP

assessments, which use three of the MCT2 categories: Basic, Proficient, and Advanced.
The NAEP mathematics achievement scores for the 4th grade are divided into levels
based on the following score cuts: scores from 0-213 indicate achievement below the

Basic level, scores from 214-248 indicate achievement at the Basic level, scores from

249-281indicate achievement at the Proficient level, and scores from 282-500 indicate

achievement at the Advanced level (NCES, “The NAEP Mathematics Achievement
Levels by Grade”). Different cut scores are used to categorize achievement in 4th grade

reading. For this subject, scores from 0-207 indicate achievement below the Basic level,
scores from 208-237 indicate achievement at the Basic level, scores from 238-267
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indicate achievement at the Proficient level, and scores from 268-500 indicate

achievement at the Advanced level (NCES, “The NAEP Reading Achievement Levels by

Grade”). See Table 1.

Table 1: Beginning Cut Scores for NAEP Achievement Levels in 4th Grade
Mathematics and Reading on a 500-Point Scale

Level
Basic
Proficient
Advanced

Mathematics
214
249
282

Reading
208
238
268

Source: United States. Department of Education. National Center for Education Statistics,
Reading the Nation’s Report Card. “The NAEP Reading Achievement Levels by Grade.”
<http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/reading/achieveall.asp>.

In 2007, Mississippi’s average scale score on the NAEP reading assessment was

208, which is the beginning cut score for the Basic level, meaning that Mississippi’s
average is not only at the Basic level, it is barely Basic. When available, I will include
student test score data for the group of students affected by each risk-factor in an attempt

to draw the connection between education-relevant population characteristics and
learning outcomes in the state.

Poverty

Mississippi is the most impoverished state in the nation, with more than 20
percent of its residents subsisting on an income that falls below the poverty line (2007
American Community Survey; R1701). The effects of poverty on academic achievement
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are well documented and stem from a combination of factors including limited access to
educational materials, unsafe home environments, hunger, and others.

According to the U.S. Census Bureau’s 2005-2007 American Community Survey,
29.7 percent of Mississippians under the age of eighteen live on an income that falls

below the poverty level. In another category more narrowly tailored to capture
traditionally school-aged children, the Bureau reported that 27.7 percent of related

children ages five to seventeen lived in a household with an income below the poverty

line.
Low-income students are often identified by their eligibility for the National
School Lunch Program. As outlined in Figure 1,58.1 percent of Mississippi public

school students were eligible for free lunch, while 8.8 percent were eligible for reducedprice lunch during the 2007-2008 school year (NCES State Education Data Profiles). On

average across the United States, about 32.7 percent of public school students were
eligible for free lunch, while 7.6 percent were eligible for reduced-price lunch. On a
whole, 66.9 percent of Mississippi children were eligible for some type of National

School Lunch Program assistance while an average of 40.4 percent of children nation

wide were eligible—a difference of 26.5 percent.
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Figure 1: K-12 Public School Student Eligibility for the National School Lunch
Program in Mississippi and the U.S. During the 2007-08 School Year.

Source: United States. Department of Education. National Center for Education Statistics,
NAEP State Profiles: Mississippi.<http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/states/
Default.aspx>.
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homes.5 See Figure 6. Within the U.S., the survey found that 31.07 percent of family
households are single-parent households.

Figure 6: Mississippi Family Households with Children under the Age of 18

Source: United States. Census Bureau. American Fact Finder. Mississippi. Selected
Social Characteristics in the United States: 2006-2008.

Locale

Mississippi has 60.6 people per square mile, compared to the national average of
79.6 people per square mile (U.S. Census Bureau. State & Country QuickFacts.

Mississippi). As Provasnik et al. (2007) report in “Status of Education in Rural America,”

5 Children in households included in this data may be younger than kindergarten age or may not be students

in the public school system (i.e. private school students, homeschooled students). However, this data serves

as an indicator of the prevalence of single-parent households within each state.
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within the state of Mississippi, 11.5 percent of students live in cities, 11.2 percent in
suburbs, 30.4 percent in towns, and 46.8 percent in rural areas. Within the United States,

30.4 percent of students reside in cities, 35.4 percent in suburbs, 12.9 percent in towns,
and 21.3 percent in rural areas (Provasnik et al. 2007)6. This data makes the rural nature
of Mississippi obvious. The state’s population of rural students is over twice the national

average and the number of Mississippi students living in cities is a little less than a third
of the national average. See Table 4.

Table 4: Percent of Public Elementary and Secondary Students Living in Various
Locals (2003-04)
Mississippi
United States
Cities
11.5
30.4
Suburbs
11.2
35.4
Towns
30.4
12.9
Rural Areas
46.8
21.3

Source: Provasnik, S., KewalRamani, A., Coleman, M., Gilbertson, L., Herring, W., and
Xie, Q. Status ofEducation in Rural America (NCES 2007-040). National Center for
Education Statistics, Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of Education.
Washington, DC . (2007).
Nationally, there are distinct differences in average student test scores based on
locale, as indicated by 2005 data from NCES regarding 4th grade public school student

scores on NAEP (Provasnik et al. 2007). For example, 46 percent of city students scored

6 Note: In 2006, the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) released a new locale classification
system that focused more on geographical distance from an urbanized area than on population. Therefore,
there may be discrepancies across studies as to what areas are considered rural, urban, etc. but these
differences are not dramatic.
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below basic in reading compared to 38 percent of town students, 34 percent of rural
students, and only 33 percent of suburban students.

Fourth grade 2007 NAEP scores for Mississippi public school students indicate

variation among locales, as do national scores. The average NAEP reading score for

Mississippi students attending schools located in cities was 201 while in suburbs it was
221, in towns it was 204, and in rural schools it was 209 (NAEP Data Explorer, NAEP

2007 Reading Assessment). Nationally, students in all public school locales outscored
their Mississippi peers on these assessments. The average U.S. reading score for 4

th

graders attending schools located in cities was 213, in suburbs it was 224, in towns it was

218, and in rural schools it was 222 (NAEP Data Explorer. NAEP 2007 Reading
Assessment). Interestingly, Mississippi students that attend schools located in the suburbs

scored only three points below the national average (not a statistically significant

difference) while in every other locale, students scored at least 12 points below the
national average. See Table 5.

Table 5: 2007 NAEP Average 4th Grade Reading Scores in Various Public School
Locales
School Location
Cities
Suburbs
Towns
Rural

United States
213
224
218
222

Mississippi
201
221
204
209

Source: United States. Department of Education. National Center for Education Statistics,
NAEP Data Explorer. NAEP 2007 Reading Assessment.
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Similar differences in state and national 4th grade 2009 NAEP Mathematics public
school scores were reported for various school locales. The average NAEP mathematics
score for Mississippi students attending city schools was 221 while in suburbs it was 234,
in towns it was 223, and in rural schools it was 229 (NAEP Data Explorer. NAEP 2009

Mathematics Assessment). Once again, students in all locales nation-wide outscored their
Mississippi peers in this subject area. The average U.S. mathematics score for 4th graders

attending public schools located in cities was 234, in suburbs it was 243, in towns it was

237, and in rural schools it was 240 (NAEP Data Explorer. NAEP 2009 Mathematics
Assessment). Out of step with the narrow three-point gap between Mississippi and
national suburban students in 4th grade reading, Mississippi students that attend schools
located in the suburbs scored nine points below the national average in mathematics (a

statistically significant difference) while in every other locale, students scored at least 11

points below the national average. See Table 6.
Table 6: 2009 NAEP Average 4th Grade Mathematics Scores in Various Public
School Locales

School Location
Cities
Suburbs
Towns
Rural

United States
234
243
237
240

Mississippi
221
234
223
229

Source: United States. Department of Education. National Center for Education Statistics,
NAEP Data Explorer. NAEP 2009 Mathematics Assessment.

After assessing the extent to which the Mississippi population is characterized by
each of the six education-relevant risk factors discussed—poverty, minority status, low
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parent educational attainment, single-parent family structure, locale, and LEP

the reader

should have a fair picture of the difficulties facing the state of Mississippi as it seeks to

educate its youth. The percentage of Mississippi students affected by each risk factor or

the percentage of the Mississippi population affected by the risk factor when student
level data was unavailable is compared to national data in Table 7. No attempt is made to

estimate the number of children that are affected by more than one risk factor, although
evidence suggests that the number is quite large.

Table 7: Percentage of students or population affected by each risk factor in
Mississippi and the United States for Various Years

Student Risk Factors

United States

Mississippi

Students Eligible for Free or
Reduced Price Lunch
(2007-08)
66.9
Minority Students (2007
08)
53.6
ELL/LEP Students (2007
08)
1.10
Population with High
School Diploma or Less
52.3
Single-Parent Households
with Children Under 18
(2006-08)
39.93
Students in Rural/Town
Locale
(2003-04)
77.2
Students in Suburban
Locale
(2003-04)
11.2
Students in City Locale
(2003-04)
11.5
*On average across the states.

40.4*
43.42*

5.20*
45.1

31.07

34.2

35.4
30.4
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Chapter III: Methodology for Choosing a Comparison State
The first step in choosing a comparison state is to determine those states that are
doing significantly better than Mississippi on 4th grade test scores. To be able to make
genuine comparisons across states regarding test scores, I will use NAEP data rather than

data from individual state tests (such as the MCT), since state tests may vary in the range
of materials covered, rigor, and other significant factors. Because Mississippi has the

lowest NAEP scores in the nation in 4th grade mathematics and the second lowest in the

nation in 4th grade reading, it is not enough to identify states that are simply doing better.
Mississippi needs to model itself after a state that is doing significantly better. Therefore,

using the NAEP Data Explorer Significance Test, I will identify those states that have
average scores that are significantly better than Mississippi’s in both reading and

mathematics.
Next, I will assess the remaining states with regard to their levels of education

relevant population characteristics identified as risk factors, beginning with Mississippi's
most prevalent factor, poverty. This estimate will be made based on the number of
children eligible for free and reduced-price lunch. Because of the strong impact of
poverty as a risk factor, and because such a high percentage of Mississippi students are

afflicted by poverty, states with less than 50 percent of their students eligible for free or

reduced-price lunch will not be considered further. Any state that does not meet this
criterion cannot be considered to truly face similar challenges to student education.

After this examination, I will consider the proportion of minority students that

make-up the population of the remaining states. Because Mississippi has such a large
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minority population (53.6 percent), this is an important issue. Next, I will examine the

percentage of students from single-parent families within the states. This risk factor

deserves a high priority when determining the comparison state because Mississippi has
the highest percentage of students from single-parent families in the nation (State ofthe

World's Mothers 2009). Following this assessment, I will identify the percentage of each
state’s population with various levels of educational attainment.

At this point I will determine the population distribution of each state in hopes of

identifying a comparison state with parallel levels of city, suburban, town, and rural
students. Finally, I will determine the percentage of students that are classified as LEP in

each state. The outcome of this selection process will be a picture of the education

relevant population characteristics in a small group of states that have significantly higher
average NAEP scores and a student poverty rate of 50 percent or greater. Through a

careful consideration of these findings, a comparison state will be chosen.

States with Average 4th Grade NAEP Mathematics and Reading Scores Statistically

Significantly Higher than Mississippi’s
The U.S. Department of Education’s NAEP Data Explorer provides tools that

allow for the sorting and analysis of NAEP scores in public schools across the nation.

Using the most recently available data (2007 reading scores and 2009 mathematics
scores), this tool was used to identify states with public school 4th grade scores
significantly higher than those in Mississippi.

In 2007, the average Mississippi 4th grade NAEP reading score was 208, and four
other states had average scores that were not significantly different: Arizona (210),
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California (209), Louisiana (207), and Nevada (211). No state had scores significantly

lower than those in Mississippi. The average 2009 4th grade NAEP mathematics score

was 227, and four other states had average scores that were not significantly different.
Alabama (228), Arizona (230), Louisiana (229), and New Mexico (230). No state had

scores significantly lower than those in Mississippi. As a result of this analysis the
following states will be eliminated as possible comparison states: Alabama, Arizona,

California, Louisiana, New Mexico, and Nevada.

States with Similar Levels of Student Poverty
To assess the level of poverty in the remaining comparison state candidates, I
looked to data presented on the State Education Data Profiles section of the NCES

website on the number of public school students eligible for free and reduced-price lunch
during the 2007-08 school year. The percentage of students eligible for free lunch was

recorded separately from the percentage of students eligible for reduced-price lunch so
that each state’s student population could be more rigorously compared to Mississippi's.
The overwhelming majority of Mississippi’s public school students—over two-

thirds of enrollment—are deemed eligible for assistance through the National School

Lunch Program. Nearly all of these students are eligible for free lunch (58.1 percent),

while 8.8 percent are eligible for reduced-price lunch. A comparison state should have at
least a majority of its students eligible for assistance to be considered a fair comparison
state. Any state with less than a majority of students characterized by economic need
could not be said to have an educational environment similar to the one that exists in

Mississippi.
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The NCES State Education Data Profiles indicate that no candidate state had a

student population in which more than half of students were eligible for free lunch.7 Only
5 states had a student population with more than fifty percent of its members eligible for
free or reduced-price lunch. These states are Arkansas (56.23 percent), Georgia (50.98),

Kentucky (51.10), Oklahoma (55.16), and South Carolina (51.51). These results are
presented in more detail in Table 8.

Table 8: Percentages of Public School Students Eligible for Free and Reduced-Price
Lunch in Remaining Comparison State Candidates During the 2007-08 School Year

State
Free Lunch
Eligible
ReducedPrice Lunch
Eligible
Free or
ReducedPrice Lunch
Eligible

Arkansas

Georgia

Kentucky

Oklahoma

South
Carolina

47.02

42.26

42.92

45.13

43.94

9.21

8.72

8.18

10.03

7.57

56.23

50.98

51.10

55.16

51.51

Source: United States. Department of Education. "State Education Data Profiles."
National Centerfor Education Statistics. Web. 11 Dec. 2009.

Of these states, Arkansas comes within 11 points of Mississippi’s level of student
eligibility, and four of the five comparison state candidates come within 15 points. These

differentials serve as a reminder that no candidate state truly experiences the depth of

education-relevant risk factors in their population that Mississippi does. However, a state

7 Note: Ohio data was not included, and therefore, the state was dropped from consideration.
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that is overcoming highly pervasive risk factors—such as a poverty level over 50
percent—will likely hold policy lessons for Mississippi.

While each of the five states that come close to Mississippi’s level of student
poverty are doing statistically significantly better than Mississippi, it is useful to address

just how much better. While the average 4th grade 2007 NAEP reading score was 208 in
Mississippi, it was 217 in Arkansas (9 points higher), 219 in Georgia (11 points higher),
222 in Kentucky (14 points higher), 217 in Oklahoma (9 points higher), and 214 in South

Carolina (6 points higher). A similar point differential exists between Mississippi and

each of the comparison state candidates for the 4th grade 2009 NAEP mathematics scores.

The average score in Mississippi was 227 while it was 238 in Arkansas (11 points
higher), 236 in Georgia (9 points higher), 239 in Kentucky (12 points higher), 237 in

Oklahoma (10 points higher), and 236 in South Carolina (9 points higher). See Table 9.

Table 9: Average NAEP Mathematics and Reading Scores in Comparison State
Candidates and Point Differential from Mississippi Average NAEP Scores
Points Above
Points Above
Avg.
MS Avg.
MS Avg.
Comparison
Av. Reading
Reading
Mathematics
Mathematics
Scale Score
Score
Scale Score
Score
State Candidate
Arkansas
238
11
217
9
Georgia
236
11
9
219
Kentucky
12
14
222
239
Oklahoma
237
10
217
9
South Carolina
236
214
6
9
Sources: United States. Department of Education. National Center for Education
Statistics, NAEP Data Explorer. NAEP 2007 Reading Assessment. United States.
Department of Education. National Center for Education Statistics, NAEP Data Explorer.
NAEP 2009 Mathematics Assessment.

46

Percentage of Minority Students in Comparison State Candidates
One of the reasons that it is important to identify the racial make-up of each of the
remaining comparison state candidates is that as has been mentioned earlier, minority

students are more likely to be characterized by multiple education-relevant risk factors.
Because of the strong minority presence in the Mississippi public school system, it is

even more appropriate to examine the proportion of minority students present in each of

the candidate comparison states.

To accomplish this examination, I once again draw on data contained in the
NCES State Education Data Profiles from the 2007-08 school year for each of the
remaining states. Minority students (identified as Asian/Pacific Islander, Black, Hispanic,
and Native American/Alaskan Native students by NCES) make up 32.95 percent of

Arkansas’s public school student population, 50.34 percent of Georgia’s, 14.50 percent of

Kentucky’s, 41.93 percent of Oklahoma’s, and 46.1 percent of South Carolina’s. Whereas
Black students are the largest minority population in Mississippi (50.6 percent of all

public school students), Oklahoma’s largest minority group is Native American/Alaskan

Native students. The percentages of Asian/Pacific Islander, Hispanic, and Native
American/Alaskan Native students is higher in each of these five states than in

Mississippi, with a notable difference in the size of the Hispanic populations. See Table

10.
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Table 10: Racial/Ethnic Make-Up Percentages of Public School Student Populations
in Comparison State Candidates and Mississippi During the 2007-08 School Year
Native
American/AL
Native
0.72
0.15
0.13
19.17

Asian/Pacific
State
Islander
Hispanic
Minority White
Black
1.55
22.58
8.10
32.95
67.05
Arkansas
Georgia
38.02
3.00
9.71
50.34
46.11
1.04
10.67
14.50
83.68
Kentucky
2.66
10.82
Oklahoma
1.94
10.00
41.93
58.07
South
Carolina
1.48
39.15
5.12
0.35
46.1
53.46
1.92
0.2
46.41
Mississippi 0.88
50.6
53.6
Source: United States. Department of Education. "State Education Data Profiles."
National Centerfor Education Statistics. Web. 11 Dec. 2009.
Note: Percent Minority and Percent White categories may not add to “100” percent due to
student populations uncharacterized by one of the five racial groups included in analysis
and/or due to rounding.

Level of Single-Parent Family Structure in Remaining Comparison State

Candidates
I drew on data compiled by the Census Bureau from their 2006-2008 American
Community Survey regarding the structure of households with children to determine the

pervasiveness single-parent family structure in each of the five remaining states.8 South

Carolina has the highest percentage of single-parent families (36.34) followed by
Arkansas (33.57), Georgia (33.3), Oklahoma (32.07), and Kentucky (31.97). However,
there is little noticeable difference in the prevalence of single-parent families in most of

8 Note: As with the data presented regarding Mississippi’s family structure in the previous chapter, children
in households included in this data may be younger than kindergarten age or may not be students in the

public school system (i.e. private school students, homeschooled students). However, this data serves as an
indicator of the prevalence of single-parent households within each state.
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the comparison states, with a range of only 4.37 percentage points between the highest

level in South Carolina and the lowest level in Kentucky. Mississippi’s high level of
39.93 is only 7.96 percentage points higher than the highest comparison state level in this

category. As is the case in Mississippi, single-parent mothers greatly outnumber single
parent fathers in every state. However, married couples greatly outnumber single-parent

families in all of the states. See Table 11.

Table 11: Family Households with Children under the Age of 18 in Comparison
State Candidates and Mississippi.
Male
Householder,
No Wife
Present,
Family
7.13
6.3
7.44
7.72

Female
Householder,
No Husband
Present,
Family
26.44
27.0
24.53
24.34

Either Male
or Female
Householder,
No Spouse
Present
33.57
33.30
31.97
32.07

Comparison
MarriedState
Candidate
Couple
Arkansas
66.43
Georgia
66.7
Kentucky
68.03
Oklahoma
67.93
South
Carolina
6.62
36.34
29.72
63.66
Mississippi
6.81
33.12
39.93
60.67
Source: United States. Census Bureau. American Fact Finder. 2006-2008 American
Community Survey 3-Year Estimates.

Note: Percentages may not add to “100” due to rounding.

Level of Educational Attainment among Parents in Remaining Comparison State

Candidates

Another factor related to parents that affects student achievement is level of
educational attainment among parents. Within Mississippi, the percentage of individuals
with less than a high school diploma is higher than the national average (21.1 percent vs.
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15.5 percent) and the percentage of individuals with a bachelor’s degree or more is lower

than the national average (19 percent vs. 27.4 percent).

Among the five remaining comparison state candidates, some interesting

differences manifest themselves. Georgia’s population is marked by the strongest level of
higher education, with 27.1 percent of its population holding a Bachelor’s degree or

higher, followed by South Carolina with 23.3 percent, Oklahoma with 22.5 percent,
Kentucky with 20.0 percent, and Arkansas with 18.9 percent, a figure that is actually
slightly lower than Mississippi’s 19.0 percent. See Table 12.

Table 12: Educational Attainment for Individuals 25 and Older in Mississippi and
the Comparison State Candidates
Highest
Educational
Attainment
<High School
Diploma
High School
Diploma Only
Some College
or Assoc.
Degree
Bachelor’s
Degree or
Higher

AR

GA

KY

OK

SC

MS

18.8

17.1

19.7

15.1

17.8

21.1

35.8

30.0

34.7

33.0

32.1

31.2

26.6

26.0

25.7

29.5

26.9

28.5

18.9

27.1

20.0

22.5

23.3

19.0

Source: United States. Census Bureau. SI501. Educational Attainment. 2006-2008
American Community Survey 3-Year Estimates. American Community Survey.
<http://factfinder.census.gov/servlet/STTable?_bm=y&-geo_id=01000US&qr_name=ACS_2008_3YR_GOO_S1501&-ds_name=ACS_2008_3YR_GOO_ >.

However, the numbers on the other end of the spectrum show the extent of low

parent educational attainment which puts students at a disadvantage. Over 20 percent of
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the population 25 and older in Mississippi have less than a high school diploma, while

this is the case for 19.7 percent of that population in Kentucky, 18.8 percent in Arkansas,
17.8 percent in South Carolina, 17.1 percent in Georgia, and 15.1 percent in Oklahoma.

To frame this measure differently, the percentage of individuals who have less than a
high school diploma is combined with the percentage of individuals for whom a high
school diploma is their highest level of educational attainment.

These figures show that Georgia is the most educated state, with only 47.1 percent
of its citizens having a high school diploma or less as their highest level of education. It
was followed by Oklahoma with 48.1 percent, South Carolina with 49.9, Kentucky with

54.4, and Arkansas with 54.6. Interestingly, two of the comparison state candidates have

a higher percentage of individuals with a high school diploma or less than the 52.3

percent in Mississippi. See Table 13.

Table 13: Percentage of Individuals Age 25 and Older in Mississippi and the
Comparison State Candidates with a High School Diploma or Less as Highest Level
of Educational Attainment

State

AR

GA

KY

OK

SC

MS

High School Diploma or
Less

54.6

47.1

54.4

48.1

49.9

52.3

Source: United States. Census Bureau. SI501. Educational Attainment. 2006-2008
American Community Survey 3-Year Estimates. American Community Survey.
<http://factfinder.census.gov/servlet/STTable?_bm=y&-geo_id=01000US&qr_name=ACS_2008_3YR_GOO_S1501&-ds_name=ACS_2008_3YR_GOO_ >.
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Locale Composition of Remaining Comparison State Candidates
Nationally, and within the state of Mississippi, students from the suburbs score

higher on NAEP tests than students from any other locale. Students in cities have the
lowest achievement scores followed by students in towns. Mississippi has a high
percentage of students in both rural areas (46.8 percent) and towns (30.4 percent) and a
very low percentage of students in both cities (11.5 percent) and suburban areas (11.2

percent). A comparison state with similar proportions of students in various locales
would be ideal.

To assess the proportion of students living in various locales in each of the five

comparison state candidates, I utilized data contained in Provasnik et al.’s 2007 report:
“Status ofEducation in Rural America. ” Since Mississippi has such a large rural and
town population, I focus on identifying states which have a population that is weighted in

these two areas. The data shows that Kentucky has the largest rural population (42.6

percent), followed by Arkansas (40.6 percent), South Carolina (39.5 percent), Oklahoma
(34.1 percent), and Georgia (31.9 percent). Students in towns make up 25.2 percent of
Oklahoma’s student population, 24.2 percent of Arkansas’s, 23.3 percent of Kentucky’s,

17.7 percent of South Carolina’s, and 12.8 percent of Georgia’s. See Table 14.
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Table 14: Percent of Public Elementary and Secondary Students Living in Various
Locals (2003-04)
Comparison States
Arkansas
Georgia
Kentucky
Oklahoma
South Carolina
Mississippi

City
25.2
15.4
13.7
21.3
12.3
11.5

Suburban
10.0
39.8
20.4
19.4
30.5
11.2

Town
24.2
12.8
23.3
25.2
17.7
30.4

Rural
40.6
31.9
42.6
34.1
39.5
46.8

Source: Provasnik, S., KewalRamani, A., Coleman, M., Gilbertson, L., Herring, W., and
Xie, Q. Status ofEducation in Rural America (NCES 2007-040). National Center for
Education Statistics, Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of Education.
Washington, DC . (2007).

Some other interesting points surface from this comparison. For example,
although Arkansas has the second largest rural population, it is also the state with the

largest city population (25.2 percent). Georgia is the state with the highest concentration

of students in the suburbs (39.8 percent). Overall, it seems that Kentucky comes closest

to matching the locale proportions of Mississippi with about 65.9 percent of its students
in towns and rural areas compared to 77.2 percent in Mississippi.

Percentage of LEP Students in Remaining Comparison State Candidates

Mississippi has a very small number of students classified as LEP (5,428 or 1.1

percent of the total public school student population during the 2007-2008 school year).
However, as in most areas of the country, the number of LEP children is expected to
increase as the Hispanic population continues to grow. This limited number of LEP
students could be the only one of the six education-relevant risk factors discussed that

53

does not affect an extensive number of Mississippi students. Therefore, an ideal
comparison state would also have a small percentage of LEP students.
According to the NCES State Education Data Profiles, the comparison state

candidate with the smallest percentage of LEP students is South Carolina, with 1.90
percent. Kentucky has the next smallest percentage with 1.94 percent, followed by
Georgia with 4.91 percent, Arkansas with 5.42 percent, and Oklahoma in the top spot

with 5.88 percent. See Table 15

Table 15: Percentage of Public School Students Classified as LEP During the 2007
08 School Year

State
LEP
Students

AR

GA

KY

OK

SC

MS

5.41

4.91

1.94

5.88

1.90

1.10

Source: United States. Department of Education. "State Education Data Profiles."
National Center for Education Statistics. Web. 11 Dec. 2009.
<http://nces.ed. gov/programs/stateprofiles/sresult.asp?mode=full&displaycat=l&sl=28 >.

Selecting a Comparison State Based on Similar Levels of Risk-Factors
Mississippi is truly a unique state. This is the case in many positive aspects like
the great hospitality of its people, but unfortunately it is also the case in a number of

negative areas. As can be evidenced in this work, Mississippi has a distinctive
combination of education-related risk factors. Its people suffer from extremely high
poverty rates, and low levels of education. It is a rural state with the largest percentage of

single-parent homes in the country and a public school student population that is
composed of over 50 percent minority students. However, Mississippi does not yet have a
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significant number of LEP students. This combination of risk factors makes it difficult to

select a fitting comparison state—especially one that has average NAEP scores that are

significantly higher than those in Mississippi.
The list of six education-relevant population characteristics have been examined
in five states that share two characteristics: they each have 4th grade NAEP reading and
mathematics scores that are significantly higher than those in Mississippi and they have

similar levels of poverty, with at least 50 percent of the public school students eligible for
free or reduced-price lunch through the National School Lunch Program. The prevalence
of each of the six education-relevant population characteristics in the five comparison

state candidates is shown in Table 16.
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Table 16: Fourth Grade NAEP Scores and the Prevalence of Six Education
Relevant Population Characteristics in Mississippi and Each of the Comparison
State Candidates

Comparison State
Candidates
Avg. 4th Grade NAEP
Reading Score
Avg. 4th Grade NAEP
Mathematics Score
% Students Eligible for
Free or Reduced Lunch
% Minority Public
School Students
% Single-Parent Family
Households
% State Population Age
25+ with High School
Diploma or Less
% Public School
Students Living in
Towns
% Public School
Students Living in Rural
Areas
% LEP Students

AR

GA

KY

OK

SC

MS

217

219

222

217

214

208

238

236

239

237

236

227

56.23

50.98

51.10

55.16

51.51

66.90

32.95

50.34

14.50

41.93

46.10

53.60

33.57

33.30

31.97

32.07

36.34

39.93

54.60

47.10

54.40

48.10

49.90

52.30

24.20

12.80

23.30

25.20

17.70

30.40

40.60
5.41

31.90
4.91

42.60
1.94

34.10
5.88

39.50
1.90

46.80
1.10

The population of each comparison state candidate can now be examined in
relation to both Mississippi and the other comparison states to identify an appropriate

comparison state. As has been mentioned, Mississippi has no exact match. An effort is

made to take each of the six factors into account and to weigh their likely impact on
student achievement, but some compromises will have to be made in the process. The
goal is to identify not a perfect match, but a state that has characteristics similar enough

to Mississippi’s to provide some easily transferrable education policy ideas for the
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Magnolia State. A synopsis of each state’s standing in the comparison state candidate
pool is developed below.

Arkansas

Overall, Arkansas has a number of strong similarities to Mississippi, while still
achieving average 4th grade NAEP reading scores that are 9 points higher than
Mississippi’s and 4th grade NAEP mathematics scores that are 11 points higher. Of all the

comparison state candidates, Arkansas has the highest percentage of students eligible for
free or reduced-price lunch (56.23 percent), and the second-highest percentage of single
parent family households (33.57).
This border state of Mississippi also has a rate of low parent educational

attainment that exceeds Mississippi’s (54.60 percent vs. 52.30 percent). Arkansas has the
second highest percentage of students living in towns (24.20 percent) as well as the
second highest percentage of students living in rural areas (40.60 percent), although it
also leads in the number of students in cities (25.2 percent), an area in which a very small

percentage of Mississippi’s student population lives (11.5 percent). Finally, Arkansas’s

public school minority population is much smaller than Mississippi’s (32.95 percent vs.

53.6 percent)—the second smallest percentage among all of the comparison state
candidates—and its LEP population is the second highest (5.41 percent).

Georgia

Another southern state, Georgia, has distinct similarities to Mississippi, but also

some fairly significant differences in the pervasiveness of education-relevant population
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characteristics. Georgia has average 4th grade NAEP reading scores that are 11 points
higher than Mississippi’s and 4lth grade NAEP mathematics scores that are 9 points higher
than Mississippi’s. Of all the comparison state candidates, Georgia has the lowest

percentage of students eligible for free or reduced-price lunch (50.98 percent), but the

highest percentage of minority students (50.34 percent). It falls in the middle of the five
comparison state candidates in terms of the percentage of single-parent family
households (33.57), and in terms of the percentage of LEP students (4.91).
The Peach State also has the most educated population, with the lowest

percentage of its population holding a high school diploma or less (47.1 percent) among
the five comparison state candidates. It has the lowest percentage of students living in

towns (12.8 percent) as well as the lowest percentage of rural public school students (31.9
percent) but the highest percentage of public school students in the suburbs (39.8

percent), the area in which the smallest percentage of Mississippi public school students
live (11.2 percent).

Kentucky
Kentucky is the comparison state candidate with the highest average 4th grade

NAEP reading and mathematics scores. It leads Mississippi by 14 points in reading and

by 12 points in mathematics. Like Arkansas, a greater percentage of its population has a
high school diploma or less (54.4 percent) than the 52.3 percent in Mississippi.
However, Kentucky has the second-to-least impoverished public school student

population with 51.10 percent of its students eligible for free or reduced-price lunch. This
state has the lowest percentage of minority students in their public schools (14.50
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percent), and the lowest percentage of single-parent homes (31.97 percent). Kentucky
matches Mississippi most closely in locale distribution, with the highest percentage of

students in rural areas (42.60 percent) and the third-highest percentage of students living
in towns (23.3 percent), giving it more students in rural areas and towns than in suburbs

and cities. Kentucky also has the second-lowest percentage of LEP students (1.94
percent).

Oklahoma

The only truly mid-western state to make the list of comparison state candidates,
Oklahoma has 4th grade NAEP reading scores that are 9 points higher than Mississippi's,
and 4th grade NAEP mathematics scores that are 10 points higher than Mississippi’s. It

has the second-highest level of public school student poverty with 55.16 percent of
students eligible for free or reduced-price lunch. It falls in the middle of the comparison

states in terms of the percentage of minority students (41.93 percent), and it is the only
state with a mostly Native American minority population. It has the second-to-lowest

percentage of students affected by single-parent family structure (32.07 percent) and the

second-lowest percentage of its population age 25 and older with a high school diploma
or less (48.1 percent).
Perhaps not surprisingly, Oklahoma has the highest percentage of LEP students
(5.88 percent) among the comparison state candidates, probably owing to both its high
Hispanic and Native American populations. Over a quarter of its public school student

population lives in towns (25.2 percent) which is the closest to Mississippi’s percentage

of students in towns (30.4 percent). However, its rural population is the second-to-lowest
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1 percent Overall, Oklahoma does not
among the comparison state candidates at 34.1 perc

match closely with Mississippi on some of the key risk factors, including p
education and single-parent family structure but matches more closely on perhaps the
most pervasive factor, poverty.

South Carolina

South Carolina’s test scores are the closest to Mississippi’s among the comparison

state candidates. Its 4th grade NAEP reading scores were 6 points higher than
Mississippi’s and its 4lh grade NAEP mathematics scores were 9 points higher than

Mississippi’s. As a measure of poverty, 51.51 percent of South Carolina's student
population is eligible for free or reduced-price lunch—the second-lowest percentage

among the comparison state candidates. It has the highest percentage of public school
students in single-parent homes (36.34 percent), and the second-highest percentage of
minority students (46.1 percent).

South Carolina has the second-lowest percentage of citizens with a high school
diploma or less (48.10 percent) following only Georgia in this category. South Carolina
ranks in the middle of the comparison state candidates when it comes to the percentage of

public school students in rural areas (39.5 percent), but it has the second-to-lowest
number of students residing in towns (17.7 percent). South Carolina also has the lowest
LEP population of all the comparison states (1.90 percent), making it the closest state to

Mississippi with regard to this risk factor.
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The Comparison State: Arkansas

Based on the above discussion of the education-relevant population characteristics

of each of the five comparison state candidates, Arkansas emerges as the closest match to
Mississippi while still boasting a distinct advantage in NAEP scores in both 4 grade
reading and mathematics. Even though the state differs in some substantial ways,
(especially regarding both LEP student population and minority population) it comes

closer than any other comparison state candidate in terms of student poverty, perhaps the
strongest—and certainly the most prevalent—of all the risk factors examined. Therefore,

Arkansas has emerged as the state from which Mississippi can draw the most valuable

lessons as it seeks to improve its education policy inputs and thus the quality of education

provided to its students.
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Chapter IV: Policy Factors that Make a Difference
Given that Arkansas’s 4th grade students are scoring higher on NAEP tests than
their peers in Mississippi, what factors might make the difference? Student demographic
and geographic data regarding risk factors are only one set of inputs into the education

process—a set over which education policy makers exercise little to no immediate
control. However, there is another set of education inputs over which policy makers do

exercise some amount of immediate control. These factors include everything from the
quality of school facilities and the availability of technology in the classroom to teacher

hiring practices and student discipline to requirements for teacher licensure and
curriculum.

As mentioned in Chapter I, one of the key education policy-related inputs is
teacher quality. In an effort to find ways to improve Mississippi’s teacher quality, I will

investigate Arkansas policies that may have an effect on increasing teacher retention and
thus improving teacher experience levels. Where data shows that the comparison state

has an appreciable advantage over Mississippi regarding these factors, I will explore what
Arkansas policies that Mississippi could implement to replicate its neighbor’s success.

Teacher Experience
According to MDE, there were 33,612 classroom teachers during the 2007-2008

school year (“Instructional Personnel by Years of Experience 2007-2008”). Of these, 7.80
percent were teachers with zero years of experience—novice teachers. Another 6.56

percent were teachers with one year of experience, and 25.69 percent of teachers had
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between 2 and 6 years of experience. Overall 40.05 percent of Mississippi’s teachers had
6 years of experience or less. Other data provided by MDE indicated that 35.66 percent

of teachers had 5 years of experience or less in 2008 and 34.72 percent had 5 years of

experience or less in 2009.
A comparison of Mississippi and Arkansas data available through NCES in the

Digest of Education Statistics reveals that Mississippi had a significantly higher
percentage of teachers with less than 3 years of experience during the 2007-08 school

year than Arkansas.9 In the comparison state, 10.7 percent of the teacher force had less

than 3 years of experience, while in Mississippi that percentage jumped to 17.1 percent.

Almost a third of Mississippi’s teachers had between 3-9 years of experience (31.8
percent). Taking into account the data from MDE, most of the teachers in this group
probably had 6 years of experience or fewer. A lower percentage of Arkansas teachers

had 3-9 years of experience (25.7 percent). An almost equal share of Mississippi’s

teachers had between 10 and 20 years of experience (26.1 percent) as had over 20 years
of experience (25.1 percent) while in Arkansas these percentages are 32.1 percent and

31.6 percent, respectively. See Table 17. This information indicates that Mississippi has

more difficulty than Arkansas in retaining beginning teachers.

9 This data conflicts with the information available on the MDE website mentioned in the preceeding

paragraph. The reason for this conflict is unknown but may be due to the means of data collection, since the
NCES data was collected through teacher surveys.
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Table 17: Percentage of Teachers in Arkansas and Mississippi, by Years of Full
Time Teaching Experience

Arkansas
Mississippi

Less than 3
10.7
17.1

10-20
32.1
26.1

3-9
25.7
31.8

More than 20
31.6
25.1

Source: United States. Department of Education. National Center for Education Statistics.
2009 Digest of Education Statistics. Table 67. “Highest degree earned, years of full-time
teaching experience, and average class size for teachers in public elementary and
secondary schools, by state: 2007-08.”

Teacher Retention

Information regarding teacher retention for teachers with 0-5 years of experience

in Mississippi is not collected by MDE. However, the department provided information
about teacher loss between the year 2008 and 2009. This information is not especially

clear, and clarification from MDE was not forthcoming. With this caution in mind, the
data provided indicates that there were 2,658 teachers with zero years of experience in

2008 and that there was a loss of 389 teachers among this cohort which translates into a
teacher attrition rate of 14.64 percent. According to ADE, there was a 7.11 percent
attrition rate for first year teachers between the 2006-07 and 2007-08 school years This
was the most recently available data, and information about teachers not returning after

five years was unavailable.
Although the Mississippi and Arkansas data is from different years, Arkansas has

a track record of low teacher attrition, and Mississippi suffers from generally high levels

of teacher loss. For example, according to data supplied by MDE regarding total teacher
loss for all Mississippi school districts, 63.14 percent of districts had a teacher loss of 20

percent or higher between 2008 and 2009 and 25.35 percent of districts had a teacher loss
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of 30 percent or higher. Teachers who leave the profession must be replaced—generally
by novice teachers. These beginners do not have the experience that has been shown to

contribute to higher student achievement. If Mississippi could increase its teacher

retention, then it could also improve the percentage of students taught by an experienced
teacher. As described previously, students benefit from being in the classroom of an

experienced teacher rather than an inexperienced one.

Education Policies that Contribute to Teacher Retention

One of the factors that research has found to contribute to teacher retention is

teacher salary. In a study of Texas teachers, Kirby et al. (1999) found that a 2.9 percent
decrease in the state’s attrition rate was associated with a 1,000 dollar increase in teacher

salary. From an review of recent empirical literature, Guarino et al. (2006) concluded that
“higher salaries tend to reduce attrition,” but notes that there are a number of
complicating factors, including whether or not the salary is higher compared to other
districts within a state or compared to other occupations in the area. While there does not

seem to be conclusive evidence that higher teacher salaries have a direct positive

correlation with higher student achievement, it is possible that they could have an indirect

effect by increasing teacher retention and thus increasing teacher experience.
One question worth answering is whether or not higher teacher salaries could be
the reason that Arkansas appears to have a higher rate of teacher retention. Both

Mississippi and Arkansas teachers receive a base salary from the state and an additional

supplement from their district, resulting in wide variations in actual teacher salaries

across both states. For example, during the 2007-08 school year teachers in Mississippi’s
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Richton School District were paid an average district supplement of 89 dollars, while
teachers in the Biloxi School District received an average supplement of 6,690 dollars

(MDE, “District Salary Average Supplement 07-08”).
NCES data from the 2007-2008 School and Staffing Survey shows that 95.5
percent of Arkansas school districts have salary schedules for teachers, while 100 percent

of Mississippi’s districts employ salary schedules. Among those districts with salary

schedules, the average yearly teacher base salary for teachers with varying levels of

education and experience were generally higher for teachers in Mississippi than in
Arkansas. For example, a beginning teacher with a Bachelor’s degree and no teaching
experience had a base salary of 31,300 dollars in Arkansas and a 32,300 dollar base
salary in Mississippi (NCES, Schools and Staffing Survey, Table 2, 2007-08). The future

expectations for earning are also slightly higher in Mississippi, where teachers with a
Master’s degree and 10 years teaching experience earn 41,400 dollars. Their Arkansas

counterparts can expect to earn 40,500 dollars with the same qualifications. Based on this
data, it does not appear that Arkansas’s greater teacher retention is related to higher
teacher salaries, since salaries are actually higher in Mississippi.

Another predictor of whether or not teachers will remain at a school, or in the
teaching profession more generally is the type and extent of induction programs they

receive during their beginning years. Information from Education Week’s “Quality
Counts 2010” report indicates that beginning teachers in Arkansas are required to

participate in both a state-funded induction program and a state-funded mentoring

program, while beginning teachers in Mississippi are not. This could be an area in which
Arkansas’s teacher policies are contributing to higher student achievement scores through
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increasing teacher retention and experience. Before identifying the differences in state
policies it is useful to develop a strong idea of what an induction program is and what the

“best practices” are regarding induction and mentoring.

Induction and Mentoring

In “What Are the Effects of Induction and Mentoring on Beginning Teacher

Turnover?” Smith and Ingersoll (2004) write that induction programs generally include
some mix of teacher support programs such as “workshops, collaborations, support

systems, orientation seminars, and especially, mentoring” (683). As apart of the same
study, Smith and Ingersoll found that among all beginning teachers (public and private),

the predicted turnover rate (moving to a different school or leaving the profession) for

teachers who received no induction program was more than 40 percent. Although the
terms induction and mentoring are often used interchangeably, mentoring—“the personal
guidance provided, usually by seasoned veterans, to beginning teachers in schools”

(683) - is actually only one type of induction process, although one of the most popular

forms.

Other definitions of induction create even more distinction between the two terms.

For example, Wong (2004) defines induction as “a process—a comprehensive, coherent,

and sustained professional development process that is organized by a school district to
train, support, and retain new teachers and seamlessly progresses them into a lifelong

learning program” (42). Mentoring, Wong explains, is a very important part of the
induction process, but often focuses only on teacher survival and not on sustained teacher

growth. He identifies several characteristics that successful induction programs have in
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common: an initial 4 to 5 days of induction before the school year begins, continuing
teacher training over the first 2 to 3 years of teaching, learning communities of teachers

that allow new teachers to network, strong administrative support, mentoring, modeling
of effective teaching, and opportunities for beginning teachers to observe other

classrooms.

Smith and Ingersoll (2004) also identify several aspects of beginning teacher
induction and mentoring programs that have been proven successful. Mentoring is one of
the most effective tools for induction, with the risk of leaving after the first year reduced

by 30 percent for teachers who were paired with a mentor from their field. However,

“having common planning time with other teachers in their subject area or participating
in regularly scheduled collaboration with other teachers on issues of instruction” (703)
had an even greater impact, reducing the risk that a beginning teacher would leave after

the first year by 43 percent.
They also investigated the likelihood of teacher retention following various

combinations of induction program offerings: no induction, basic induction (consisting of

a mentorship relationship and supportive communication with their principal or another

administrator), basic induction plus collaboration (planning time/collaboration with
teachers in their subject area and a seminar for beginning teachers), and basic induction

plus collaboration plus involvement in an external teacher network and extra resources
(reduced work load and assignment of a teacher’s aide). Interestingly, the smallest gains
in terms of reducing the risk of teacher attrition were made from no induction (41 percent
probability of turnover) to basic induction (39 percent). By adding collaboration to the

basic package, the probability of teacher turnover is reduced to 27 percent.
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Induction programs can seek to meet a variety of goals including improving
teacher performance as measured by student achievement, acculturation of teachers,

providing personal and professional support to novice teachers, and teacher retention
(Huling-Austin 1988). However, it stands to reason that even if teacher retention is not a

direct goal of an induction program, making a teacher feel that he or she is prepared,
connected, and valued through an induction program should reduce the likelihood that the

teacher will leave the profession. After an extensive review of research studies published
or released between 1977 and 1988 regarding teacher induction, Huling-Austin found that
induction processes can successfully accomplish each of the goals mentioned above, and

also identified some other key points that induction studies have emphasized.
First, there is a need for flexibility in induction programs. Individual teachers
have different needs and a “canned” induction program may not address them

appropriately. Second, studies consistently found that mentor teachers are very important
in the induction process. This point will receive additional attention later. Third, findings

indicate that the teaching assignment of a beginning teacher has a strong influence on
whether or not gains can be made from an induction program. Teachers who are assigned

to teach out of their subject area or to teach the most behaviorally challenging children or
lowest performing students at a school may face difficulties that cannot be addressed by

even the most effective induction programs. Teachers facing such challenging
assignments are less likely to feel successful even though they have received induction
supports, and this may prevent the accomplishment of induction program’s goals.

Finally, the author emphasized the importance of educating the public and

practitioners as to the importance of induction programs so that they are not just
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legislated, but effectively implemented. Huling-Austin quotes Friske & Combs (1986):
“Without the commitment to the quality with which each (school practitioner) fulfills
responsibilities to the beginning teacher and the teacher induction program, new teachers

will merely be socialized into the existing system” (72).
In summary, strong induction programs include a variety of supports in

combination. Supports that appear to show the most impact on the quality of the

induction program include:
•

Appropriate length of the induction program—from one to three years.

•

Structured assistance directed specifically toward beginning teachers.

•

Teacher collaboration with other teachers in the form of shared planning periods,

learning communities, etc.

•

Mentoring by a veteran teacher, generally one with three or more years of

experience who has been proven effective in the classroom and who has received

mentorship training.
Other supports that add benefits include:

•

Beginning teacher workshops, orientation seminars, and pre-school in-service.

•

Administrative support of the induction program.

•

Flexibility in the program to allow for a variety of beginning teacher needs to be

met.
•

Thorough implementation and a general valuing of the induction process by
administrators, veteran teachers, and beginning teachers.
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As indicated by Huling-Austin, teacher mentoring plays an important role in the

induction process. However, just as there is extensive variation in the content and context
of teacher induction programs, there is also extensive variation in the nature and extent of

mentoring programs. According to the National Educators Association’s Foundation for

the Improvement of Education (NFIE), “Ideally, mentoring helps to ensure that new

teachers have access to the accumulated instructional knowledge and expertise of their
colleagues in ways that contribute to student success” (“Creating a Teacher Mentoring
Program,” 3).

Putman and Galvez-Hjornevic (1985) argue that “the assignment of an
appropriate support teacher is likely to be the most powerful and cost-effective

intervention in an induction program” (50). Huling-Austin found that the studies she

examined pointed to several important factors in effective mentoring programs. Some of

the factors related to mentor characteristics identified from examining Butler’s 1987
study, “Lessons Learned about Mentoring in Two Fifth-Year Teacher Preparation

Induction Programs,” were prior mentoring experience, sufficient experience as a teacher,

motivation to spend time getting to know the novice teacher at the beginning of the
relationship, recognition of the developmental goals of mentoring, and holding high

professional or school-wide status.

Other examined studies included Huffman and Leak’s 1986 study “Beginning
Teachers’ Perceptions of Mentors” which indicated that having a mentor in the same

grade-level and subject area increases the effectiveness of the relationship because it

allows the mentor to share applicable knowledge regarding instruction and classroom
management. The authors also emphasized the importance of designated time for
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“informal and formal conferencing, planning, and conversation” (24). Another study

done by Huling-Austin and Murphy (1987) concluded that mentor teachers should be
trained in how to both work with a beginning teacher in a supportive way and in how to

assist their mentee in a variety of professional areas including classroom management
and instruction.
From the findings of these studies, a set of “best practice” guidelines for mentors

can be constructed. Excellent mentoring programs:
•

Select mentors that have experience as a teacher and preferably in mentoring
other teachers.

•

Match beginning teachers with mentors who teach the same subject and/or grade

level.

•

Train mentors in strategies for assisting in classroom management, instruction,
and other professional areas, as well as in how to be a supportive mentor.

•

Include plenty of time for formal and informal planning, conferencing, and

conversation.
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Chapter V: A Comparison of Beginning Teacher Induction
and Mentoring Programs in Mississippi and Arkansas
I gathered information about the beginning teacher induction and mentoring
programs in Mississippi and Arkansas through an extensive search of the MDE and
Arkansas Department of Education (ADE) websites, as well as through personal
correspondence with individuals in these departments. Supplementary information

regarding the programs was found through Education Week and other studies, as well as

through conversations with current Mississippi teachers, and input from one Mississippi
teacher who is currently participating as a mentor in the program.
The navigation of both department websites was quite difficult, but the MDE

website was especially disorganized with a very poor-quality search option. Another
troubling issue was the limited amount of data collected by the states. On several

occasions I asked the departments for data that my contacts could not provide. For
example, there was no data available on the number of Arkansas teachers that are
currently teaching without a teaching license or what percentage of practicing teachers

were licensed through alternate route programs. If more information was available
regarding teacher licensure, this area could serve as another excellent source for

Mississippi policy ideas.
On one occasion, MDE provided data regarding the number of teachers teaching

without a license that seemed to conflict with the number of teachers that meet the
NCLB’s “highly qualified” standard which includes full teacher licensure. As mentioned

later, many of the details of Mississippi’s teacher induction and mentoring program are
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unclear, and specific information about mentor training is especially hard to obtain. Some

of this vagueness may be due to the fact that the program is still in its infancy, but I am
concerned that much of it is not.
These challenges in the information gathering process are not presented in an

effort to belittle the work done by MDE and ADE or to cause tire reader to pity my
journey as a researcher. Instead, I point to these difficulties to emphasize the need for

more data collection and more active use of data in education policy decision making in
both Mississippi and Arkansas. There is no reason to collect data that will never be used,

but there is no way to use data that has never been collected. Both states have the
opportunity to improve transparency and accountability by expanding data collection,

simplifying data sharing, and utilizing data throughout their decision-making processes.

The following discussion of induction and mentoring programs in the two states
focuses only on those aspects that are mandated or encouraged on a state-wide level.

Regions, districts, and individuals schools may require additional services or provide

access to more program options. An investigation into the prevalence and effectiveness of

district augmentation to the state program is outside the scope of this study. When
considering the possible contribution of Arkansas’s beginning teacher induction and
mentoring program to the state’s higher beginning teacher retention, it is important to
assess the program in accordance with known best practices as well as against
Mississippi’s practices.
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Induction and Mentoring in Arkansas

According to the Arkansas Department of Education’s Teacher
Induction/Mentoring “Novice Teacher Mentoring Guidelines,” the purpose of the
Arkansas Induction/Mentoring program is as follows:

Induction (mentoring support) for new educators has proven to be an effective
recruitment and retention strategy. Having the support, assistance, formative
feedback and encouragement of a site-based mentor, the novice teacher builds
a foundation of confidence and expertise from which the students also benefit

(1).
Induction

Through the Arkansas Induction/Mentoring program, all novice teachers (defined as
those teachers having less than one year of classroom teaching experience, excluding student

teaching) are assigned a mentor teacher for 1 year if they are traditionally trained and for 2
years if they were trained through an alternative route program. Teachers trained through
non-traditional programs are also given “Front-End Mentoring” which includes additional

mentor-novice activities during the first 6 weeks of school. These activities generally focus
on acculturating the new teacher and providing helpful information about the school’s
operational procedures.

Arkansas provides a 2,000 dollar grant per year per novice/mentor pair. Of this sum,
mentors receive 1,200 dollars of compensation per school year, with an additional 200 dollars

for mentoring a non-traditional teacher. Novice teachers are allowed to spend the remaining
800 dollars on professional development or professional materials. This allowance gives
novices the ability to customize their induction program to meet their specific needs for
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improvement. In addition to financial compensations, mentors receive 24 hours of

professional development credit for completing mentor training and 30 hours of professional
development credit for serving as a mentor for one year (“Induction/Mentoring-Frequently

Asked Questions”).
Arkansas’s beginning teacher induction and mentoring programs incorporate

many of the factors that have been proven effective, especially in terms of teacher
retention. While there is room for improvement in this program, Arkansas has received

recognition for its teacher-related policies. For example, Education Week ranked
Arkansas second in the nation based on their policies regarding the teaching profession.

The criteria for this ranking included accountability measures, teacher evaluation
procedures, professional development, management of the allocation of teachers across

the state, and induction and mentoring efforts (Education Week. “Quality Counts 2010”).
Arkansas ranks as one of the top states in the professional development of teachers,
including programs like teacher mentoring (Darling-Hammond et al. 2009).

Mentoring

Arkansas began piloting Education Testing Service’s Pathwise Mentoring Model

in August of 2000, and fully implemented the program across the state in 2002
(Pennington 2001). The Education Testing Service (ETS) bills the Pathwise Series as

“providing a common language for discussing, assessing, and improving educator

practice” (“The Pathwise Series”).

According to Giebelhaus and Bowman (2002), “The validity of the assessment
framework was built on the professional literature and research and job analysis studies
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and was reviewed by professional educators and professional organizations” (247). In
their study of the use of Pathwise in the training of mentors for pre-service teachers,

Giebelhaus and Bowman concluded that “this model appears to provide a framework for
discussion, reflection, and goal setting leading to more effective teaching by novices”

(253). Although their study focused on the effects of the Pathwise System of mentor

training and teacher assessment in the mentoring of pre-service teachers, it is probable
that these results would be consistent in a study of the program’s effect on beginning
teacher mentoring.

The Pathwise Series is used in conjunction with the Praxis III, a test administered

through ETS to assess beginning teachers in classroom settings. Teachers are required to

pass the Praxis III to receive an Arkansas teaching license. There are three elements of
the assessment: direct observation of classroom practice, review of documentation

prepared by the teachers, and structured interviews (“Overview of the Praxis III Tests”).

Mentors use specially designed Pathwise observation and feedback frameworks,
work with novice teachers to develop improvement plans, and provide general support

and problem-solving assistance (“Pathwise Teacher Mentoring Guidelines”). The

Pathwise Observation System provides a structured means of beginning teacher

assessment. It is composed of four domains and a total of nineteen criteria aimed at
framing the mentor’s observation of the novice teacher in terms that will allow for
meaningful and constructive feedback on critical areas of teaching. Each criterion is

followed by several questions that a mentor should answer when assessing the beginning

teacher in that area. For example, within the “Teaching and Learning” Domain, Criterion
2 is “Content (Making content comprehensible to students).” One of the questions related
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to this criterion is “Does the teacher tap the students’ prior knowledge?” By utilizing such
a thorough and structured assessment framework, mentors can offer the novice teacher

feedback and guidance on a broad spectrum of areas deemed important to the beginning
teacher’s development and to student achievement.

All novice teachers must be mentored, and only teachers that have 3 or more years of
successful” teaching experience and who have been certified in the Pathwise Mentoring
Model can serve as mentors. To become certified, mentors must attend training programs

made available through school districts or educational co-ops. Mentors can only be assigned
one novice teacher to support, and the program guidelines specifically prohibit any

administrator or individual involved in teacher employment decisions from serving as a
teacher mentor. This ensures that novice teacher evaluations conducted by the mentor will

not influence employment decisions so as to increase the openness and trust in the mentoring
relationship. An effort is made to assign mentors that are “located in the same school building

and teach the same subject and grade level as the novice teacher” (1). The mentor-novice
pair must spend at 2 hours every 2 weeks in face-to-face interactions, and mentors log the

time they spend in any mentoring activity including phone calls, jointly attending workshops

etc. Mentors are also required to spend 50 additional hours engaging with their assigned

beginning teacher over the course of the year. This totals approximately 86 hours per
year.
All of Arkansas’s beginning teachers are required to take the Praxis III in the second

semester of their first year of teaching. Teachers who do not pass this assessment are

assigned to a mentor for a second year (“Novice Teacher Mentoring Guidelines”). The
requirement to pass the Praxis III may serve to encourage beginning teachers to engage with
their mentor even more actively than they would otherwise. This may also lead beginning

teachers to treat their relationship with their mentor as a critical part of their induction
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process since the instruction they receive through the relationship can assist them in gaming

their teaching license. Arkansas’s Induction/Mentoring program focuses primarily on
mentoring, but is fairly extensive, structured, and well established.
Since the 2002 state-wide implementation of beginning teacher induction and

mentoring, 4th grade NAEP reading and mathematics test scores have steadily improved.

According to NAEP Data Explorer figures, the average Arkansas 4th grade reading score
was 213 in 2002, 214 in 2003, and 217 in 2005 and 2007. The gains are even more

impressive in mathematics. The average Arkansas 4th grade mathematics score was 216
in 2000, 229 in 2003, 236 in 2005, and 238 in 2007 and 2009. As has been discussed, a

variety of factors go into determining student achievement, however, it is likely that the
implementation of beginning teacher induction and mentoring contributed to the
increases in student achievement that Arkansas has experienced over the last decade.

Induction and Mentoring in Mississippi

Mississippi has recently taken a step in the right direction with a newly-

implemented, voluntary teacher mentorship program for beginning teachers. The
Mississippi Beginning Teacher Support Program (BTSP) was authorized by Senate Bill

2176 for implementation in the 2008-09 school year. The mandates in the law focus

solely on mentoring, although other induction offerings are recommended. The state
authorized narrower mentoring initiatives, such as one for junior high teachers, in the past

and some districts may have had mandatory mentorship programs previously. The newly
enacted legislation states that every school in Mississippi is to have mentor teachers who

will receive an additional 1,000 dollars for each beginning teacher that they mentor (with
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a limit of two novice teachers per mentor). During the 2009-2010 school year 1,745

beginning teachers participated in the program.

Because of the definition of a beginning teacher in the law, the program only

allows for one year of state-funded mentoring between mentor and novice. The law does
not require that new teachers be mentored, but rather requires that “if funds are available

for that purpose, each school in Mississippi shall have mentor teachers.” The program
requires that mentor teachers participate in a mentor training workshop that is approved

or hosted by the Mississippi Teacher Center. Some training options include programs

developed/hosted by the school district, those hosted by Regional Educational Service
Agencies (cooperatives), those hosted by colleges/universities, or other sources (“Mentor

Teacher Training Approval Form”). Districts must submit a simple description of the
training program to the Mississippi Teacher Center to seek approval. Information

regarding the criteria by which submitted programs are assessed was not forthcoming.

MDE could not provide an outline of the mentor training worship it conducts, but
a PowerPoint presentation for 2009-10 Mississippi BTSP orientation meetings indicates
that the orientation covered the content of the authorizing legislation, mentor eligibility

requirements, the paperwork required as a part of the program including due dates, the
mentor evaluation plan, mentor teacher payment codes.
The paperwork that must be submitted to MDE includes a two-part BTSP

Application. Part I is essentially a checklist that mentors are eligible under the law, that

the BTSP Plan “includes a minimum of ninety (90) hours of direct contact between the
Mentor Teacher and the Beginning Teacher, including classroom observation and
consultations,” that mentors will be trained through an approved program, and that the
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district has a school-board approved classroom management plan. Part II is a list of the

names of the mentor and beginning teachers. Beginning teachers, principals, and mentor
teachers are required to send in a program evaluation survey at the end of the school year.

Local evaluation of the program is optional. These forms do not require districts to
describe the activities that their mentoring programs include.
According to the legislation, mentors should provide formal assistance to their
assigned beginning teacher during the 90 contact hours. “Formal assistance” includes

“direct classroom observation and consultation; assistance in instructional planning and

preparation; support in implementation and delivery of classroom instruction; and other
assistance intended to enhance the professional performance and development of the
beginning teacher” (“2000-10 Mississippi Beginning Teacher Support Program,”

PowerPoint Slide 9). Mentors must log the hours they spend in contact with their mentee,

as well as what activities they participated in during these hours.

Arkansas and Mississippi Beginning Teacher Induction and Mentoring Programs

Compared with Best Practices
As mentioned in the research overview, various induction and mentoring supports

have been shown to have various levels of effectiveness on teacher retention. Some of the

successful practices include requiring in-depth mentor training, providing opportunities

for novice teachers to collaborate with other teachers, and administrative support of
induction and mentoring programs. Tables 18 and 19 indicate the extent to which

Arkansas's and Mississippi’s state-wide beginning teacher induction and mentoring
programs conform to best practices. Some districts may augment the programs mandated
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by the states, but an investigation into the prevalence of this practice is outside the scope
of this study.

Table 18. Induction Best Practices Included in the Arkansas and Mississippi Novice

Teacher Support Programs

Best Practice
1. Induction is mandated for
all beginning teachers.

Arkansas
All beginning teachers must
be mentored.

2. Appropriate length of the
induction program

Traditionally trained
teachers receive support for
one year or for two years if
they do not pass the Praxis
III after the first year.
Teachers trained through
alternate route programs
receive additional support
in the first six weeks of
school though Front-End
Mentoring activities.
Beginning teachers develop
a professional development
plan with their mentor
teacher based on their
weaknesses. Mentors use
the Pathwise Observation
System to provide feedback
on specific areas to
mentees.
Districts assist mentor
novice pairs in scheduling
time to work together
during the school day.
The state provides $800 to
beginning teachers for use
on professional
development.

3. Structured assistance is
directed at beginning
teachers specifically.

4. Beginning teachers are
able to collaborate with
other teachers.
5. Beginning teachers are
offered workshops,
seminars, or other
opportunities for
professional development.
6. Administrators support
the mentorship program.

No specific information
available.
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Mississippi
All schools “shall have
mentors,” but mentoring is
not mandated for all
beginning teachers.
Beginning teachers receive
one year of mentor support.

Mentors are instructed to
provide “formal assistance”
to their assigned beginning
teachers including
classroom observation and
consultations.

Mentor-novice pairs
schedule their own time to
interact.
The state mentoring
guidelines do not require or
fund these additional
services although they are
encouraged.
No specific information
available.

Table 18 (Cont.): Induction Best Practices Included in the Arkansas and Mississippi
Novice Teacher Support Programs

Best Practice
7. The induction program
allows for flexibility in
meeting beginning teacher
needs.

8. The induction program is
thoroughly implemented
and valued by
administrators, veteran
teachers, and novices.

Arkansas
Beginning teachers can use
their $800 stipend to
customize their induction
program. Front-End
Mentoring seeks to meet the
needs of teachers trained
through alternate routes.
Additional flexibility may
exist at the district level.
Mentor teachers may value
the program because of the
generous stipend they
receive. Novices are likely
to value the program
because it prepares them for
the Praxis III which they
must pass to receive a
standard teaching license.
Novices may also value the
constructive feedback they
receive during the
mentoring process and the
professional development
stipend.
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Mississippi
Flexibility in the program
may exist at the district
level.

Mentor teachers may value
the program because of the
state funded stipend.
Beginning teachers may
value the feedback and
assistance they receive from
their mentor teachers.

Table 19: Mentoring Best Practices Included in the Arkansas and Mississippi
Novice Teacher Support Programs

Best Practice
1. Mentor teachers must
have teaching experience.
2. Novice teachers are
matched with mentors in the
subject area and grade level
they are assigned.
3. Mentors are trained in
mentoring strategies for
classroom management,
instruction, and mentorship
techniques.

4. Includes plenty of time
for formal and informal
planning, conferencing, and
conversation.

Arkansas
Three years or more
required.
When possible, teachers
must be matched by subject
area and grade level.

Mississippi
Three years or more
required.
Law does not specify that
teachers should be matched
based on either category.

Mentors are trained for 18
hours in the Pathwise
Mentor Training Program to
understand the four
domains and their criteria
and analyze written
information provided by
their mentee. There is no
mention of specific
“mentorship” training.
Program requires a total of
86 hours of contact during
the year. Of this, districts
are required to help in
scheduling two hours of
mentoring every two weeks
during the school day.

Little information is
available about mentor
training. Districts can
conduct their own training
programs as long as they
are approved by MDE.
However, MDE did not
provide information on
what criteria are used to
assess programs.
Program requires 90 hours
of contact during the year.
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Chapter VI: Conclusion
As is apparent, Arkansas has a far more established teacher induction and
mentoring program than Mississippi and has the additional strength of being mandated
for all novice teachers within the state. Arkansas began its state-wide program in 2002

and has seen strong improvements in its first-year and five-year teacher retention since
that time. The teacher attrition rate after the 2001-02 school year was 19.72 percent, but
improved to 18.40 percent after the 2002-03 school year, 9.07 after the 2003-04 school
year and was 7.11 percent after the 2006-07 school year (ADE, “Arkansas’ Equity Plan”).
Arkansas specifically attributes its improvements in teacher retention to its teacher

mentoring program in “Arkansas’s Equity Plan” which was updated in 2008:

In spring 2008, the Office of Teacher Quality compiled longitudinal data
on the retention rate of new teachers in AR public schools. It showed that
Arkansas’ retention rate is much higher than the national average. In the

research, the numbers show that 25%-35% of teachers quit teaching after
their first year and 50% of these teachers quit by the end of five years.
Arkansas data shows that the efforts of our legislators to improve teacher

salaries and the Pathwise mentoring program in the state has a major
impact on teacher retention for the state (4).

Although the Mississippi mentoring program requires about the same number of
hours of direct mentor-novice contact as Arkansas’s program (90 hours versus 86 hours),

equal time does not automatically lead to equal benefits on the part of the novice teacher.
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Without a structured plan for what goes into those 90 hours, it is difficult to ensure that
they are used effectively and efficiently. As mentioned in Chapter I, improving teacher

retention is a much nobler goal when directed at retaining quality teachers rather than just
any teacher at all. Because of the nature of the Arkansas induction and mentoring
program, which includes the requirement that teachers pass the Praxis III, the program

works to ensure that the teachers who are retained after successfully completing their
induction program are quality teachers.

There is no apparent effort in the Mississippi BTSP to match mentor teachers with

novice teachers based on the subject area or grade level taught. This diminishes the
benefits that beginning teachers receive from the relationship as a 7th grade science
teacher could easily be paired with a 12th grade English teacher. Fit is a very important
factor. Beginning teachers do not need a buddy teacher to call on when they feel

discouraged. They need a mentor with valuable skills and knowledge that can be passed

along to the beginning teacher for direct implementation in the beginning teacher’s
classroom.
One Mississippi teacher who is participating as a mentor teacher commented that

she felt that the 90 hours of time required in the mentoring process was excessive. The

time required may be especially oppressive for mentors assisting two novice teachers—a
situation allowed under the Mississippi law. The teacher also expressed concern that

there was no check to ensure that mentors are actually utilizing that time for mentoring
activities. Teachers, schools, and districts simply have to send in the paperwork

describing their mentoring activities to get their program funding; there is no state-level

accountability. This is not the case in Arkansas, where mentor training is much more

86

tightly controlled and the program requirements are much more definite. Because all
Arkansas beginning teachers must take the Praxis 111, the state also has the ability to find
out if a beginning teacher has gained enough skill to deserve standard licensure after

participating in the mentoring program which lends credibility to the process.
Mississippi’s beginning teachers are not required to take the exam or to demonstrate
improvement as a result of the mentoring process.
The Arkansas program includes several induction offerings including funding for

and Front-End mentoring for teachers
beginning teacher professional development--------trained through alternate route programs. Because Arkansas districts are required to assist
mentor-novice pairs in scheduling time to meet during the school day, many novice

teachers may receive joint planning periods with their mentors. The Arkansas program
also designates additional resources-an additional full year of mentoring-to teachers
trained through alternate route programs and to teachers who do 110 the Praxis III

after their first year. Mississippi’s program funds only one year of mentoring for any
beginning teacher. This is an example of how Arkansas’s program offers specialized

elements for meeting the range of needs beginning teachers have.

Opportunities for Mississippi Policy Improvement

While teacher mentoring is most likely not the sole cause of Arkansas’s higher levels

of teacher experience, the detailed and extensive mentoring services that the state

sponsors are likely to have a direct impact on teacher retention and in turn, teacher
experience. To make gains in teacher retention, Mississippi should build on its current
mentorship offerings by adopting the strong points of Arkansas’ mentoring program,
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paying special attention to those that are also considered best practices. Mississippi

should:
•

Mandate mentoring for all first year teachers.

•

Coordinate a state-wide mentor training program that has been proven successful
(such as Pathwise).

Implement additional assistance for teachers who gained their license through an

•

alternate route program including additional mentoring and Front-End mentoring.
Clearly define what interactions count as mentoring activities and require districts

•

to assist teachers in making arrangements to meet during school.

Limit the number of novice teachers that a mentor can assist to only one

•

beginning teacher per year. This would allow the mentor to focus on
strengthening one teacher and to have ample time to meet their needs.

•

Decrease the emphasis on the amount of time mentors must spend with novices

while increasing the emphasis on the effectiveness of activities within that time.

•

Strengthen assurances that teacher mentoring observations will not be used in
employment decisions.

•

Provide beginning teachers with stipends to fund additional professional

development aimed at improving their weakest areas.

•

Introduce more accountability and outcome quality assurance into the mentoring
program by requiring beginning teachers to pass the Praxis HI.
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Opportunities for Further Research

Mississippi faces great challenges in providing an education that can serve as the

foundation of citizenship that Chief Justice Earl Warren’s spoke of in the Supreme
Court’s Brown v. Board of Education (1954) opinion. However, the possibilities for

achievement are too great to succumb to the obstacles. Mississippi needs to take steps to
improve. Some argue that the way to improve education is through economic
development, programs to relieve poverty, and other broader improvements to

Mississippi society. These solutions may yield excellent results in the long run, but what

can Mississippi do today to have a direct, immediate impact on education for today’s
students?
This work identifies one way to search for such solutions: by identifying other

states that are achieving at higher levels than Mississippi while sharing similar levels of
education-relevant population characteristics like poverty, single-parent family structure,

and low parent educational attainment. By examining the ways that other states are
dealing with overwhelming levels of the same issues, Mississippi can look for strategies

that have been proven effective in the face of similar struggles. In this way, logical and
practical improvements can be identified that do not require broad societal change today
but may instead yield these changes in the future.

One state whose 4th graders score higher on NAEP assessments than their
counterparts in Mississippi is Arkansas. Interestingly, Arkansas also faces severe levels

of poverty, which may be the most influential of the risk factors. This makes Arkansas a
strong comparison state that could be implementing education policies that make the
difference for its students. To investigate this possibility, my work focuses on one vital
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education policy input: teacher experience. This is closely related to teacher retention, an

area in which Mississippi struggles in comparison with Arkansas.
There are a number of strategies for reducing teacher turn-over including raising
teacher salaries and strong beginning teacher induction/mentoring. My investigation

reveals that while Mississippi teachers receive higher salaries on average, Arkansas has
an impressive beginning teacher induction and mentoring plan that incorporates many of

the elements considered best practices. Several of the strengths of Arkansas’ beginning

teacher mentoring policies could easily be adopted by Mississippi to slow teacher

attrition and increase teacher experience, and I provide specific recommendations as to
what changes should be made.
The constricted scope of this project required that I focus on a narrow area of

education policy—teacher experience and retention. However, there are tremendous

opportunities for further research into which Arkansas policies may be making the

positive difference for Arkansas student achievement. Studies regarding other areas
within the topic of teacher policy such as teacher licensure requirements, required test
scores on the Praxis I and II exams, and teacher preparation curricula in state colleges and

universities could reveal other improvement possibilities. Arkansas has only 300 teachers
teaching core subjects for which they are not licensed, while according to MDE there
were 6,617 teachers teaching core subjects without a license during the 2008 school year
in Mississippi. There must be feasible ways to reduce the number of unlicensed teachers,

and inquiry into Arkansas’ licensure guidelines might uncover possible policy solutions
Other research could delve into the differences in teacher induction and mentoring

implementation in districts across Arkansas and Mississippi. Case studies regarding
90

induction and mentoring in Mississippi and Arkansas districts composed of similarly
disadvantaged student populations could provide even more specific recommendations.
An investigation of the ways that Arkansas is working to close the achievement gaps

might also be of use to the state of Mississippi.
My work investigated one seemingly insignificant detail of education policy and

uncovered valuable recommendations for improving Mississippi’s teacher retention,
teacher experience, teacher quality, and student achievement through simple alterations to
the state’s beginning teacher induction and mentoring program. As other research is

conducted on other small slices of Arkansas education policies, more practical solutions

to Mississippi policy challenges will be discovered. If these very feasible
recommendations are implemented, what begins as an assortment of small tweaks to

Mississippi education policies could wind up having an overwhelmingly positive impact
on the quality of education offered to Mississippi’s K-12 students. The benefits of quality

of education extend to all aspects of a child’s life and a state’s society. I challenge
Mississippi to take the charge of educating its populace seriously and to work to

strengthen the foundation upon which Mississippi citizenship is built one policy
improvement at a time.
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